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both by drought and great heat in summer, when dry winds
parch the soil, and by the fact that in winter, owing to severe
frosts, the ground is physiologically dry. Trees3 therefore,
are found only near lakes and rivers, and it is in the valleys
that human settlement is most dense.
The country is generally level or rolling, open, and treeless,
often lying on a plateau surface from 600 to 1000 feet above
sea-level.
... A boundless, rolling plain, a sea of herbage scarcely broken
by hills of any size., and transected here and there by great rivers.
. . . The houses and townships are few and far between, and they,
and such grass and trees as can grow, are hidden in the hollow, so
that the eye can pass from, one ridge of grassland to another, until
all melts into the distance.1
The level surface, however, is often dissected by gullies
and ravine-like valleys, along which, as also along the sides
of the valleys of the main rivers, the trees of the wooded steppe
zone penetrate.
The present open steppe country was never forested,
although it is probable that forest growth has extended over
the northern parts of the original steppe zone since the end
of the Ice Age.
The vegetation of the steppe responds very closely to the
change of the seasons. The spring thaw comes suddenly;
the warm sun and showers of rain which fall at intervals
favour the growth of flowers, and before the shade of the tall
grasses is established the soil is carpeted with the hyacinth,
the purple and yellow iris, the crocus, and red and yellow
tulips. The song of birds fills the air. At night the nightingale
breaks the silence with its song.
The spring flowers gradually give way to the growth of
various types of grasses, the exact types varying with local
conditions. In late spring the colour of the landscape is fresh
and green, but with the commencement of summer it changes
1 M. D. Haviland, Forest, Steppe and Tundra (Cambridge University Press,
1926). For excellent descriptions of the steppe and steppe life, see the
short story The Steppe, by A. Chekhov, and the novels Quiet Flows the Don9
Virgin Soil Upturned, etc., by M. Sholokhov.